This paper reviews best practices for using thematic analysis to ascertain what 118 students reported learning in eleven different online classes in teambuilding as part of an undergraduate curriculum in management during 2011 2013. A brief review of accreditation bodies and a critique of their assessment methodologies are included as well as recommendations for more extensive reliance on thematic analysis as a primary or secondary measure of student learning. The data were collected from National University in California, USA by the same instructor, the author, for all 11 classes in this sample. National University is the second largest private, non-profit educational institution in California; and is regionally accredited by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) as well as other discipline-based accreditation bodies. The main findings are that students learned the importance of, and benefitted from, writing a team agreement at the beginning of a team assignment; and performing confidential peer ratings at the completion of the assignment while completing a course in teamwork. Although there are no policy implications in this study, instructors may find the use of thematic analysis a more valuable supplement to official end-of-course university-driven assessments. Finally, recommendations for future studies and more widespread use of thematic analysis are offered.
INTRODUCTION
Universities spend inordinate amounts of time, money and human resources to assess their degree programs. In the USA most of these assessments are required by one of six regional accreditation bodies as part of a five or ten-year review and reaccreditation process. Accreditation is a quality assurance process in which an institution of higher education or an academic unit within the institution voluntarily undergoes an external and independent appraisal of its educational activities. There are wide differences in standards and quality between the regions, however. For example, California and Hawaii are accredited by the WASC whereas 21 other states in the USA are accredited by North Central Association (NCA) which has markedly lower standards than WASC. A case-in-point, the University of Phoenix, accredited by NCA, is known for its low academic rigor and graduation of ill-prepared students.
Moreover, there are additional discipline-based accreditation bodies such as the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) for education majors and three different bodies for business majors: the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB); the Accreditation Council for Business Schools and Programs (ACBSP); and the International Assembly for Collegiate Business Education (IACBE). Of these AACSB is known as the gold standard for a business education because they claim to represent only the highest standards of achievements regarding business schools. In addition, graduates from these business programs are supremely credentialed and as a result most desirable to employers as compared to non-accredited institutions (AACSB website). The author is not convinced because there are no data proving this claim that AACSB produces a higher quality business graduate. The AACSB accreditation seems to be more of a status differential among business schools than an indication of what the graduate does or can do for their employer or themselves if they are self-employed.
The common theme in all of these accreditation processes is the emphasis on academic programs and their Student Learning Outcomes (SLO). It is defined as the knowledge, skills, or behaviors that a program's students should be able to demonstrate upon program completion. SLO's purportedly represent broad aspects of behavior that encompass multiple learning experiences. The accreditation staff work with the faculty and administration as the unit prepares a comprehensive self-study to identify program strengths and weaknesses, and the level of compliance with their respective accreditation principles or standards. In addition, the university or college will host a site visit by an independent team of peer reviewers. The self-study along with the site-visit teams report of findings and the academic units response to the report will be reviewed by the respective Board of Commissioners, or equivalent, who will determine the accreditation status of the institutions programs.
The problem with all of this effort and accreditation foci on student learning outcomes is that it, ironically, largely ignores the direct input from the students themselves. As a graduate of an accredited degree program in an Associate of Arts (AA), Bachelor of Arts (BA), Master of Public Administration (MPA) and Doctor of Management (DM) I could not name a single student learning outcome that I recall or has brought me subsequent success as US air force officer, a human resource executive, a self-employed management consultant of fifteen years and now as a full professor of business since 2004. If we polled the millions of other university graduates around the world I am certain the findings regarding their thoughts on student learning outcomes would be equally oblivious and/or insignificant.
Therefore, I believe we need to look at the direct input from the students themselves, not a third-party bureaucrat whose independent interpretation of student learning is far removed from what the student reported as learning. Guest, MacQueen, and Emily (2012) reported nothing in qualitative research is more important than using verbatim quotes. They continued;
The beautiful thing about quotes is that their veracity is difficult to criticize. A reviewer can critique your sampling strategy and whether or not a participant is representative of some larger group. What cannot really be refuted, however, is that the participant said what he or she said. When presenting a thematic analysis, quotes should be a pivotal part of the narrative.
Chenail (1995) predated but corroborated and stated, quotes are the stars of qualitative research. They bring the raw data the participants words to the reader and are what connect the phenomenological world of the participant to the data summary and interpretation generated by the researcher. What follows is my search for patterns in student quotes regarding what they learned in their respective course that I taught. These data were collected from responses to short-answer questions on their mid-term exam and/or final exam. Students were told that they would receive the point for answering the question no matter what they said, as long as they did answer it. The idea of giving students a free point on an exam for detailing what they learned in a given course may not be novel but the author doubts if any systematic analysis of this direct student input is widely practiced.
The Course
MGT 422 is an undergraduate course in management whose cataloged course description reads: An overview of the issues of quality applied to human resource management, topics include the delegation of authority and empowerment, work groups, teambuilding, and employee involvement, reward/recognition and employee morale, and the importance of written and oral communication skills in the delegation, sharing and execution of work. Each of the eleven classes in this study asked two relevant questions (or statements) regarding the students learning in the respective online course. The exact question(s) per course is in Table 1 . It should be noted that graded student teamwork (a team research paper) was a major component of the course worth 30% of their final grade. Part of the team grade is a Confidential Peer Rating (CPR), worth up to four points, where students rate each other on a scale of 010 based on the perception of student contribution to the team project. The numbers are averaged per student team (they do not rate themselves), rounded up or down to the nearest whole number and entered into the gradebook as a significant part of their total grade. It is the authors belief that the emphasis on student teamwork is important because it gets students thinking outside of themselves to consider their classmates thoughts and opinions. Moreover, and more importantly, it prepares them to more successfully adjust to individual differences in their real-world work team, especially if it is a virtual team that many companies are moving toward (Mueller 2012 
CODIFICATION AND DATA REDUCTION
These two subtopics, codification and data reduction, are so intricately interrelated that the author could not do one without the other. Kathleen and Mclellan-Lemal (2008) , Gibson and Brown (2009) and Guest et al. (2012) indicated one of the most critical components of applied thematic analysis is the codebook, where the observed meaning in the text is systematically sorted into categories, types and relationships of meaning [providing] an efficient baseline for moving beyond basic description to an exploratory analysis. Central to the codebook is the code label, a short, descriptive mnemonic (4-12 characters) that helps the coder quickly distinguish codes from each other (Guest et al. 2012) . Based on this definition, Table 3 depicts the codebook for the first set of data gleaned from 11 MGT 422 courses, the largest set of data in this study, representing approximately 45 pages of single-spaced text from 118 respondents in this sample. As the reader will recall from Table 2 above there were two questions that students were asked at the completion of this particular course. The first regards the use of team tools; the second regards what the student reported as learning (that they can apply beyond academia). Ryan and Bernard (2003) reported that repetition is the most common technique to recognize themes, based on the premise that if a concept reoccurs throughout and/or across transcripts, it is likely a theme.
Data reduction was a particularly challenging activity for the author given the mass of data reviewed (again, 45 pages of single-spaced text from 118 respondents); and also that this is his foray into the fascinating world of thematic analysis. Miles and Huberman (1994) explained data reduction is not separate from analysis it is part of the analysis; and continued, The researchers decisions which data chunks to code and which to pull out, which evolving story to tell are all analytic choicesin such a way that conclusions can be drawn and verified. Code frequency is the number of times a specific code was applied to a particular item or unit of analysis. Table 4 shows the code frequency for MGT 422 in this timeframe. These numbers were derived from a freelist of responses of the 118 respondents in this sample. The freelist was then color-coded for each code and reviewed for positive (+) vs. negative (-) (or lack thereof) comments. An analysis of the above reveals the following emergent themes (below in Table 5 ). The lack of any negative responses in learning indicated to the author that perhaps an additional question could be asked: what did you NOT learn about that you wanted to? Table 4 : Emergent themes in MGT 422 data 1. Student affinity for use of the team agreement was the most important team tool. 2. The confidential peer rating was the second most important team tool. 3. The team chat room was tertiary in importance as a team tool. 4. Elements of teamwork and teambuilding were the most important learning. 5. Elements of leadership were the next most important learning reported. 6. Communication skills were the third most important learning reported.
A synopsis of the emergent themes is contained in Table 5 . While no unpleasant surprises were contained in this data summary it did serve as a reminder of what I need to do next time I teach this course, namely, emphasize the proper use of team tools and continue to challenge students to learn from each other. Back to the quotesthe essence of thematic analysis. Table 6 lists a representative quote for each theme. Helped student teams clarify their task, a research paper, including roles and deadlines. Confidential peer rating tool Kept students accountable to each other and minimized social loafing. Chat room tool Some technical difficulties were reported in the negative column in Table 4 but overall this tool was well liked. Some students reported preferring live (not asynchronous) option e.g., Skype. These synchronous options were encouraged in subsequent teaching of this course. 
KEY FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION
Upon reflection from this study the author offers the following sequential synopsis of thematic analysis as applied to student learning (and further implications for instructional design and continuous professorial development (Table 7 ). Isnt this model (Table 7) more useful than endless, third-party accreditation reviews based on student learning outcomes? Isnt this model more effective than quantitative end-of-course evaluations? Table 7 : Recommended six-step process for thematic analysis as applied to student learning 1. Question formulation 2. Data collection and freelisting 3. Codification and data reduction 4. Theme identification 5. Summative results and representative quotes 6. Consideration for course redesign and instructor improvement
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND CONSIDERATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDY
Obviously, there are always more courses with different objectives that can be reviewed for replication and validation of the model shown in Table 7 . Cluster analyses and similarity matrices could also be integrated to help understand the relationship between themes and between courses. Moreover, longitudinal follow-though with alumni will help to understand the actual learning/behavioral integration that has been solidified well beyond graduation. In any case, the author invites feedback to jmueller@nu.edu.
